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The 19 Latin American nations of the Rio Group met in Santiago, Chile, Aug. 17-18 for their 15th
annual summit. While the leaders issued an urgent call to the US to help Argentina, which is
mired in an economic crisis that threatens to spill over into the rest of the region, they also directed
attention to political and social problems in the region. The closing address was delayed an hour
as summit host Chilean President Ricardo Lagos spoke by phone to US President George W. Bush.
Lagos was apprising Bush of the leaders' concern that talks between the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and Argentina were dragging on and increasing unease in global financial markets.
The Rio Group, created in December 1986, is Latin America's highest-level forum for political
consultation and coordination. It evolved out of the Contadora Group Mexico, Panama, Venezuela,
and Colombia which worked to promote peace in Central America in the 1980s. It now includes
Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Colombia, Chile, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and
Venezuela. In opening the meeting, President Lagos said that today the Rio Group must concentrate
on economic issues and how they influence the daily lives of the Latin American people, which
means including economic and social concerns on the region's political agenda.
The principal theme of the summit was the new economy and the widening technology gap between
the developed and developing worlds. It also examined globalization's ability to magnify the
impacts of financial crises on the region. Santiago Declaration reaffirms regional cooperation
The final document, the Santiago Declaration, repeated many of the foundational principles of
the Rio Group. It explicitly supported strengthening representative democratic systems in the
region as defined by the Democracy Charter of the Organization of American States (OAS), which
government leaders will sign in September at a special session in Lima.
Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez proposed incorporating the concept of participatory democracy
as a better expression of democracy than representational regimes. But some presidents objected,
interpreting the proposal as favoring the government in Cuba, which has mixed support in Latin
America.
The group approved adding text calling for the region to continue "deepening the quality of its
democratic institutions, with legislation that guarantees the effective, ethical, and responsible
participation of citizens within a legal framework that conforms to the respective institutional
order." In addressing the information theme, the declaration said, "We recognize that classic
productive factors, such as natural resources and cheap manual labor, are losing relative importance
in the context of the information society." It called for creating mechanisms and regulations to
prosecute and punish Internet-related crimes. The declaration stressed the importance of foreign
direct and portfolio investment to trade and market liberalization in the region. "A permanent
concern of the Rio Group has been the way market instability and financial crises have affected our
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efforts to improve, open up, and stabilize [our economies]," the document said. "We must promote
the orderly and free development of capital flows, as well as the machinery to underpin a more
stable international financial system."
Peru's President Alejandro Toledo proposed freezing arms purchases and directing the resources
toward social development and combatting poverty. While the proposal met heated debate,
particularly from Chile, the group approved a first-ever call to limit military spending.
The declaration states "the firm proposal to adopt measures that contribute to an effective and
gradual reduction of defense spending in the region, with the goal of making greater resources
available for the economic and social development of our countries."
The document also recognizes "collective responsibility in confronting humanitarian crises" in
the region, rather than the original draft's call for "mechanisms of intervention" in situations like
natural disasters, epidemics, and hunger. Removing the reference to intervention was requested
by Colombian President Andres Pastrana, whose nation is on the receiving end of the US-backed
and largely military US$1.3 billion Plan Colombia. The declaration also proposes "incorporating
the gender dimension" in governmental policymaking processes and promoting the recognition of
native people's rights throughout Latin America.
The meeting largely escaped the protests that have marked most other international meetings in the
past year. The Rio Group represents "growing collaboration aimed at approaching [problems of] our
continent from a Latin American perspective," said Manuel Baquedano, president of the Santiagobased Instituto de Ecologia Politica (IEP), in explaining why local protesters had not targeted the
summit. "This is one of the few presidential-level forums that is autonomous and capable of holding
up the demands of Latin American countries vis-a-vis the nations of the North, of Asia, and of
Europe."
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